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The Romance of Restoring 

By AGNES GERTRUDE RICHARDS 



EVERY trade and craft has its secrets 
and its traditions and a few even 
possess elements of romance. Occu- 
pations touching art at any point are never 
without this fascination and that of restor- 
ing old pictures is particularly rich in ro- 
mantic interests. 

Outside the possession of knowledge as 
to what must be done and how it must be 
done the restorer must rely in many details 
upon his intuition or his judgment, since 
nearly every picture requires some indi- 
vidual treatment and what these varying 
requirements are the expert must decide 
and decide correctly from the start, other- 
wise there would be possibilities of wreck 
and ruin. 



The modern restorer seeks above all 
things to avoid destroying or weakening 
any portion of the original painting and 
abhors the idea of general painting over. 
To preserve the old and add only what time 
has made absolutely necessary and that in 
a finished and sincere manner is his one 
end and aim. 

Abroad it is not even regarded as good 
practice to so restore a spot as to obliterate 
all traces thereof. Rather it is correct form 
to frankly fill in the spot in such a way as 
to leave it evident that here was the dam- 
age of time once apparent. The old prac- 
tice of sizing over w r ith glue or varnish or 
a lime preparation is also in disrepute with 
the competent restorer. 
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ROMANCE OF RESTORING 

What miracles have been wrought in the 
way of rescuing old paintings from oblivion 
may perhaps be understood from the expe- 
rience of Miss Gerda Ahlm of Chicago, 
who recently restored an ancient ecclesias- 
tical painting on wood in which the curling 
and scaling of the paint had gone so far 
as to render the original picture utterly 
indistinguishable. Prior to the application 
of the restoring process it was impossible 
to tell whether the original subject was a 
figure or a landscape. Incredible as it may 
seem this painting was brought back to its 
original condition with very little necessity 
of filling in at any point. 

Unfortunately old paintings seem to de- 
teriorate more rapidly in America than 
abroad owing in some measure to the deadly 
efficiency of our heating apparatus. Paint- 
ings on wood, particularly seem inclined to 
curl and scale in this climate and ability on 
the part of a restorer to overcome and cor- 
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REPLICA OF THE VATICAN CANOVA 
By SIR THOMAS LAWRENCE 

rect this condition is therefore most essen- 
tial in treating American collections. 

To restore paintings the worker must 
have a broad and intimate knowledge of 
every school and age, he must know art as 
a connoisseur, even though not himself an 
artist. To be an artist in addition is un- 
questionably an asset, though an artist must 
repress all inclination to paint over. Aside 
from this temptation the trained technician 
has a marked advantage over the man who 
seeks to repair what he could never have 
created. 

In addition to this, however, there are 
certain secrets about the processes by which 
old paintings are put in perfect condition 
and few people in the world possess them. 
Among those few they have been handed 
down from generation to generation and it 
requires influence to even be put in touch 
with the sources of this knowledge. Per- 
haps the most renowned restorer of mod- 
ern times was the elder Hauser of Munich, 
whose son is now the official restorer of 
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ROMANCE OF RESTORING 

the Royal Gallery, Berlin. When he retired 
from active work he left at Munich in the 
Alte Pinakothek, a pupil, one F. C. Sessig, 
who was possessed of all his knowledge 
and who assumed his office for the Royal 
Gallery. 

Through application to the German gov- 
ernment and influential connection in Swe- 
den, Miss Ahlm obtained permission to 
study under Sessig, who revealed to her all 
the jealously guarded secrets of his craft. 
Chicago has therefore one expert capable 
of doing whatever may be done to put an 
old or damaged painting into perfect con- 
dition again. 

Miss Ahlm was peculiarly fitted for this 
line of artistic endeavor by her natural 
tastes and all of her previous experiences. 
From a child old pictures had possessed a 
peculiar fascination for her and her inter- 
est in them led her to study art at the Royal 
Academy in her native city of Stockholm, 
Sweden. After completing her course here 
she went to Paris, where she entered the 
Colarossi and studied under Deschamps. 
Later she spent some time in Rome as a 
member of an international assemblage of 
artists. During subsequent years of her 
artistic career she gradually became more 
and more interested in restoring and after 
acquiring great delicacy and skill at this 
art she was able to secure the influence of 
the director of the Swedish Royal Gallery 
which placed her in touch with Sessig and 
the secrets of the elder Hauser. 

With the completion of her course in 
restoring at Munich she secured many im- 
portant commissions, among which was 
that of restoring the family portraits of 
Queen Victoria of Sweden. On coming to 
America she secured a position as assistant 
to the restorer at the Metropolitan Museum 
in New York where she acquired the art 
of cleaning and repairing etchings in return 
for introducing into the United States the 
secret processes of restoring paintings 
which she had learned in Germany. 

Excitement over the discovery of a rare 
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old picture hidden beneath the varnish of 
former repair is one of the exhilarations of 
this work and it was in this frame of mind 
that Miss Ahlm was introduced to the 
writer. It is interesting to know that a 
Chicagoan has in his possession an original 
Bellini, such a picture as the Italian gov- 
ernment has forbidden to be sold outside 
the country, and which but for the fact that 
the work of former restorers have rendered 
its authorship doubtful would probably 
never have found its ways into the United 
States. Miss Ahlm is now engaged in 
bringing to the surface the beauties of the 
original work of the great old Italian mas- 
ter. Other old paintings which she has 
placed in perfect condition are from the 
collection of Mr. C. W. Dilworth. 

The Canova portrait was in bad condi- 
tion, being cracked and broken to a degree 
that threatened ultimate destruction unless 



carefully handled. It is today, however, as 
beautiful as when first painted, the damage 
being scarcely discernible. The Madonna 
is interesting on account of its age and the 
fact of its being painted on a heavy panel 
of crudely hewn wood. The old colors have 
been faithfully preserved and the work re- 
stored with the least possible touches of 
new pigment. 

Even the cleaning of paintings calls for 
expert knowledge of the processes em- 
ployed by different artists. There are pic- 
tures from which the varnish cannot be re- 
moved as the colors themselves have been 
glazed in with the varnish in such a man- 
ner as to render it impossible to disturb the 
surface finish without destroying the paint- 
ing. Many of the works of George Innes, 
for instance, were painted in this way and 
therefore require most expert care even for 
simple cleaning. Collectors must therefore 
exercise the utmost caution in entrusting 
their treasures to the restorer. 



